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My air is flung with souls that will not stop
and among them hangs a soul that has not died
and refuses to come home.
-John Berryman

lllllUillllUJJlllJilJIJJl
Table of Contents
ART
Liz Lonky
"Ken Hartman, World War II Veteran" by Liz Lonky
Randy Riggs
Sara Shea

11
17
,27

Sara Shea
"Individuality Through S.U.V.s" by Zach Nowak
Randy Riggs

.49
51
53

9

FICTION
"A Shell" by Ben Bagocius
"Dust Karma"by Elise Marks
"Cedric's Sofas" by Maureen Foley
"Investment" by Abby Kennedy

13

19
.43

59

POETRY
"Cartography" by Ericka Yorke
5
"A Poem by Fan Zhong Yan," translated by Jascha Smilack 7
Three Poems by Cordelia Allen
"Yamhead"
35
"Waterhead"
39
"First Days Back, Manhattan"
41
"Poem about an underthing" by Addie Palin
,47
"Dublin" by Joanna Lawrence
.63
AN INTERVIEW with Tobias Wolff
conducted by Ben Vore

29
3

lilllUUUUllllUUllUll
Ericka Yorke
Cartography
Like all good landlocked children, I learned
the sea from books. My witness,
atlas-calm, unheavy, while I reached
at slick long seaweed and yellowed paper,
while I drew whales long and dreaming on my walls;
I learned the Mariana Trench, the Adriatic
Sea, tsunamis the same way
I learned Spanish, and bread-baking,
and watercolor. The same way I studied
anatomy, my fingers barely tracing my skin
as I memorized the names of veins.
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A Poem by Fan Zhong Yan (to the tune of "Walk Upon
Imperial Street")
One by one the tossing leaves touch upon the scented step;
Cold sound breaking, the silence of the night.
The curtains, pearls—raised; the palace, jade—empty.
Heaven quiet,
Silver River, hanging down to earth.
Each year, this night, the silken moon returns,
but you remain, a thousand li away.
A heart in sorrow—broken, now no use drinking;
Before the wine can ease, it comes back out in tears.
Sad candle flickering—out;
hard pillow turned on end.
All too familiar with the taste, of sleeping alone.
This:
Weighing both in thoughts, upon the heart,
No place left to trick the pain away.
7
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Liz Lonky
"Ken Hartman, World War II Veteran"
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Ben Bagocius
A Shell
The boy walked along the beach so that his feet were pricked by the
very sharp sea shell fragments (they were the last remnants of the water). He
wanted to get his feet wet because he was at the beach. He felt the very last
stages of that water the very very last stages. He felt the remnants the shells
that the very last stages of water deposited on the beach. He saw and felt the
last stages of that water but the water itself was one very vast water without any
lines of division just one water with last stages and last remnants the shells
that the last stages of the water deposited.
He heard the vast water which was one water and saw how smooth it
was far out it was very smooth. Far out it did not move. It reminded the boy
of cement. The vast cement water became a little choppier and that
choppiness grew higher and higher and longer and wider. The cement was
aggressively pushing the choppy water toward the boy. And the choppy water
that was becoming higher and longer and wider as it heaved closer to the boy
turned into little waves that ran to get in line with other little waves, forming
one big wave that grew before the boy's eyes. The one big wave grew and
roared and picked up speed as it was pushed by the force of the cement. The
cement was strong and moved everything out and away effortlessly obviously.
And the boy watched the single wave grow faster and higher. Moving faster.
Coming toward him rushing faster. Rushing faster roaring and rushing faster
at him. Crashing— right at his feet. Then something pulled the water back
into the water that had yet to crash and it then collided into another big wave
which crashed right at his feet. And the water pulled back again into the water
that had yet to crash but would at any moment. The coming wave and the next
coming wave and the next coming wave needed that crashed water which
would be pulled back again into the water that had yet to crash to finally
climax then crash.
All waves even after growing and roaring and surging crashed. Why
grow and roar and surge if only to crash, the boy wondered. The waves only
answered him with more growing and surging and more crashing.
The water was always reused for the next wave. The boy could not
separate old water from new water. He could not separate the crashed water
13

from the water that helped waves grow and surge and then crash. The water
was one water whether it crashed or grew—and growing, about to crash.
But the remnants the shells still pricked the boy's feet and he sud
denly remembered this. He picked up this shell. He now picked up that shell
and looked at it Something had lived in this, he thought, something had
become in this. This had been something's. This had been just one
something's because the remnant the shell had a single form and so it had to
have been one something's. And he dropped the shell to pick up another
which looked exactly the same. But a different something had lived in this
one, he thought and he knew. But although there were many shells left by the
one water there were many shells that looked the same and there were many
shells that looked different from those same shells but all shells belonged to a
type of shell. He could not pick up a water and say this is a different water.
The water was the constant thing that always produced wave upon wave that
crashed and sucked back water for the next crash. But those waves which
were one with that constantly surging and crashing water deposited the
remnants the shells which each had a shape that only one thing had filled at
one time. That shell had been for one thing even though all shells looked
exactly like another type of shell that the boy picked up and dropped again on
the beach.
And the boy looked far out into the water and then looked right
under his nose at his feet. He then knew the history of all the remnants the
shells. They each came from somewhere in that cement. That cement
supplied everything. He knew that its history was the supplying of everything.
He knew that it was right now supplying everything. He knew that it would
always be supplying everything because the waves would always be growing
and surging and then crashing and the whole process of growing and surging
and crashing would always be originating in that vast solid cement way out
there. It was natural then that the boy saw his place in the vast water his place
in the growing surging waves his place in the water that was pulled back to
give the next wave momentum to grow surging before crashing. He really did
see his place in everything. He wanted to pick a remnant a shell on the beach
that would represent his place in it all. But he could not exactly say which one
of the shells that looked exactly like another type of shell he could claim for
his own. Even though there were no original looking shells (each shell was
exactly like another type of shell. He could see this) it was important to him
14

ilUilUllllilillllJilllllJ
that he find the right shell so that he could claim to himself (whenever he
looked at the shell which he could not find presently) his exact place in the
history that the vast water had always been and would always be supplying.
The decision was hard. There were just so many that pricked his feet.
The boy ended up carefully choosing and picking up a remnant a
shell that he thought best represented his place in it all. But of course it was
the wrong shell. And of course he knew it was the wrong shell. It did not
represent his place in it all at all. This could be george Washington's shell, he
thought. This could be great-grandma's shell, he thought. He had no way of
knowing which shell was whose (there were millions of shells) but he knew
none of the shells were his. And although the boy had carefully chosen and
picked up a remnant a shell that he could claim as his own it was quite the
wrong shell. This shell that he had chosen so carefully did not represent his
place in it all at all (he knew it) because his correct shell was still stagnant in
the cement or swirling in the little growing waves or his correct shell was
riding inside the rushing waves which were about to crash on the beach at any
moment. So of course here on the beach he could not find his correct
remnant his correct shell that represented his place in it all. But In claiming a
remnant a shell for his own and as his own (it was the wrong shell. He knew
it) the boy did feel that now he had a specific place in it all because he could
see his place. He carried it in his hand. But of course the correct one was
still somewhere in the water. But he could not see or touch or feel or know
any shells that were still carried in the water he could only see and touch and
feel and know the remnants the shells that were lying on the shore right under
his nose at his feet. So he carefully chose one from them knowing it was the
wrong shell for himself but knowing at the same time that he could never
obtain his correct shell the shell that represented his place in the history of it
all because his shell was either stagnant or surging or riding somewhere in
the water. Sooner or later his true shell would be deposited on the beach but
the instant it was he would no longer be there to discover it. So he carefully
chose and picked up a remnant a shell that reminded him that he at least did
have a place in it all and he carried that remnant that shell that place in his
hand. He rolled the carefully chosen remnant the shell between his fingers. It
looked exacdy like millions of others and he knew it. Yes, yes, this one is
good, he thought.
15
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Elise Marks
Dust Karma
I'm praying the incense smoke clears before Sarah gets home. An hour
ago, I touched the gray sticks in the lacquer tray on her altar, just with the tip
of my pinkie nail, and poofi where my nail touched, they crumbled into dust.
The sticks aren't incense, I realized then, but the ashes of incense—firmlooking but fragile, like old cocoons, or the crusts on Momma's leftover face
powder. Or like Vivian, because I've touched her ashes too.
The dent I left was obvious. Sarah's sharp, almost a lawyer now; the
second she'd see it, she'd know what had happened, and curse my desecrat
ing fingertip, and me. My credit with her is nearly gone anyway, after the
months I called her practice Bourgeois Buddhism, Chanting for Cadillacs,
before I realized she'd converted for the long term.
At first I thought it was just momentary panic, from when we got the
official word on Vivian. "We're three time losers," Sarah told me then, her
whole body tense, "and I can't be passive anymore." Back then I teased her,
waiting for her to laugh or shriek and knock me over on the couch. But
instead of shrieking she'd face me calmly and say her chanting isn't for
Cadillacs, but to bring herself in line with cosmic rhythms, so she and the
universe move in synch. She feels at peace, she feels safer driving. BART
trains now glide into the station just as she does, because she is one with the
Daimoku.
Fourteen years ago when our parents' Buick rolled over onto a metal
guard-rail, crushing the roof and them, the highway patrolman told us our
father must have looked down for toll money at just the wrong moment, with
the roads so wet. The three of us, Vivian, who had just turned eighteen, and
Sarah and I, who were nine and ten, called it an accident. But these days at
breakfast Sarah points her grapefruit spoon at me and says, "His rhythms
were all out of harmony, or he'd have had the coins ready before they reached
theon-ramp. I see that now."
I find slips of paper around the house, song sheets from her meetings,
with lyrics half-translated from the Japanese—"We dedicate ourselves and all
our hearts and resources to kosen-rufu, o sensei, we're fighting for you, we
will fight for you until we die." She wants me to find the papers, wants me to
19
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read, if not actively say, "Nam-myoho-renge-kyo." Sincerity, her pamphlets
say, is at first not as important as ceremony.
Two hours every day, she chants, fast like an auctioneer, kneeling on the
old wool rug with the chocolate-color roses that she's had since childhood. I
see her in there, facing her sacred wall scroll with incense burning and prayer
beads in her hands, ringing a little bell when the prayer changes pitch. The
droning and the ring of the bell sounded vaguely familiar to me for months,
until one day 1 realized it's the rhythm precisely of
swingbattahbattahbattahbattahbattahswing! I've even tried it myself on the
train to the hospital, when I start to have that feeling I've been having some
times lately, fast-breathing and tachycardia at the thought of ruptured skin—
which I see every day, which shouldn't bother me, which never used to. I've
tried chanting metabolic pathways or the bones of the foot and leg: tarsusmetatarsus-phalanges-talus-tibia-fibula, and it's true, it does stop thoughts of
other things, gets my heartbeat steady.
But generally—I don't dare say this to her—Sarah's practice all still
smells and looks like the Mass we used to giggle our way through, with Vivian
shushing us and stern heads turning from the other pews. Morning and
evening Gongyo, she calls it; matins and vespers I think, but I can't make her
hate me, because she's the only one I have left
That's why I had to cover the hole I made in her incense tray. The tray is
unfortunately the most visible thing on the altar, right up front next to the little
lacquer vial of what looks to me like holy water and in front of her offering
pineapple and skinny vase of greens.
Usually the greens are flawless fresh camellia or bamboo from the
garden, but now, like all last week, they're the withering remains of my cut
schefifliera. Sarah is keeping the branch as a victory. I pruned it last week,
the first thing I'd cut off the scheffliera since Vivian put it in my custody when
she left for China. I couldn't bear to just throw the branch away; it still looked
alive. I was carrying it with me all morning around the house, not knowing
what to do, until Sarah said, "Why don't you go put it in my vase?" casually, but
with her eyes narrowing like a cat's. At the moment I thought, okay, why not,
since I can't stand tossing it on the compost heap and I can't carry it around
with me forever either. As I went to her room, though, I couldn't resist
shouting, "Okay, plant, want to go worship the Buddha?" in my old playfulmocking voice. But Sarah gave me no response to that at all.
20

This dent in the incense, however, there was no way she could ignore.
She would see it as direct violation, and so far she doesn't even know how I
look around in her stuff. I could see her storming out of the house, vowing
never to speak to me again.
Her guidance books say if you allow someone opposed to your practice
to remain in your life, someone who dishonors the Daimoku, you are as much
to blame for any sacrilege they commit as if you acted it yourself. Your Group
Leader might judge your karma too unstable to be entrusted with the
Gohonzon; the sacred scroll might be stripped from you, and perhaps never
returned.
There was a woman in her group she told me about, whose husband
tried to make her leave her practice, made fun of her chanting; she wept,
confessing it in meetings, and then one day her house burned down, taking
her altar with it. It was her fault, everyone decided, her ambivalence had
brought it on—she could not be issued a new Gohonzon, not until the
problem with the husband was resolved. I.e., not until she divorced him.
And, if I screw this up, no doubt Sarah, in her newfound piety, will feel bound
to turn herself in.
I checked around on the floor among her Buddhist Guidance books and
Seikyo Times magazines ("Sensei, we're waiting!" was splashed in red letters
across the April issue, over a photo of Tokyo cherry blossoms). I found her
candle, her Bic lighter, a book of Safeway matches, and, under a silk pouch, a
purple cardboard box with Japanese characters and the words "Ho-Ju-Sakura,
insense stickes." I shook out one stick, hard and black like a sliver of
chalkboard, and put everything else back in exactly the place it had been.
My heart was thumping. What if Sarah came back from her meeting and
saw the light on in her room; what if she snuck up and saw me crouching at
her altar with incense in my hand? She wants me to worship, wants to
shakubuku me. Sometimes she corners me and says, "Why won't you do
something about what's happened? How can you go on in your same unthink
ing life?" And I answer that the anniversary is coming up, and now that we
have Vivian's ashes at least we should go together and scatter them or bury
them, that's something we should do about it, but she shakes her head and
says, "God, Isabel—you're so blinded by Judeo-Christian bullcrap!"
Vivian had waited twelve years for her China trip, from the car accident
until Sarah was safely in law school and I had passed my medical boards. She
21
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quit her bank-teller job then and told us we could finally touch our parents'
life insurance money; we'd have steady salaries soon, to support her for once,
when she came back. All along, it had been her one indulgence—books on
China, history, language, everything. She'd even bought herself a silk robe
embroidered with a dragon and sat on Saturdays with a pot of green tea,
reading and reading. I have sixteen cardboard boxes full of those books in
my room.
Sarah's out tonight Giving an Experience to potential new recruits, of the
latest chanting-wrought blessing in her life, pitching for the cause of kosenrufu ("world peace," Sarah translates it for me; the Seikyo Times calls it
"worldwide propagation.") She had sent her registration form in late for the
Professional Responsibility segment of the Bar Exam, and thought she might
have to take it in Nevada, or not get to take it at all. But she chanted and
chanted and yesterday a card came in the mail saying not only is she signed
up, she's slated for right here in Oakland. I don't know how long it will take
her to recount this miracle; I've never been to one of these recruitment
meetings. She's only tried to ask me once.
I had to work fast. I broke off a small piece of the incense stick, just big
enough to cover the space I'd crushed—a sacrilege in itself, I suppose—and
pocketed the rest. The lighter flame charred my thumbnail, and a red glow
ate its way down through the black towards the flesh of my finger and thumb.
I held it, though the heat was like a match, until it burned to the end.
There must be some Buddhist skill for letting it burn right down to your
skin without screaming. We had a crack addict in Emergency a few weeks ago
with a deep laceration to his forearm—I held his hand and elbow while a
resident lidocained and lavaged and stitched and the man mumbled urgently
in my ear that his cousin was trying to kill him. His thumb and index finger
tips were blackened and tough from his hot pipe like a dog's pawpads; it
made me want to throw up, which is not the correct response.
As I got up from Sarah's altar, I noticed that even from that tiny piece I'd
burned—now gray and smoking, lying fairly neatly across the dented space—
the smell of incense was thick and sweet and spreading through the room. A
stupid oversight—I know how strong the odor is when Sarah finished with
Gongyo, how it sometimes takes an hour to clear. There could hardly be that
long before she'd be home.
Her window hinges tend to stick so sometimes they won't come closed
22
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again, but I had to risk opening them. I needed to fan the air, but couldn't use
her precious, creaseless Seikyo Times, and got copies of my medical journals
instead. I turned off the lights so if she came home, she wouldn't see me and
my Lancets from the street flapping around her altar like a bat.
But for all my efforts, the smell didn't go away. I was caught, inevitably;
my stomach was sinking the way it did when 1 was a kid and broke something
that had been our mother's—her seagreen glass candy dish, her crystal
perfume bottle—and 1 knew the pieces couldn't be glued, or hidden from
Vivian. The way I felt when I had to tell Sarah the consulate finally called, and
they said yes, they had found her, and yes, she was dead. It took so long, they
explained, because when they found her body, her papers were all gone, her
wallet, her backpack, everything. A loose handrail, they decided in the official
letter, at the back of a train to Shantung.
The last letter we got from Vivian—always letters, never postcards, in
her beautiful, loopy, real-ink hand—said she'd met another American, a man,
who had spent three years already, almost penniless, wandering through Asia.
"A real free spirit," she called him, "not weighed down by the world." He'd
convinced her to travel away from the usual places, to come with him on the
train farther out. "What the hell," she wrote. "I need something like this in
my life." It sounded so unlike the way I'd known her for the past fourteen
years that even before I knew something horrible had happened, I had to stare
at that line a long, long time.
"Mankind's destiny is not necessarily positive," Sarah will tell me,
rubbing cocoa butter on her legs in her sun chair in the garden, looking
identical to her old self. "That's why we give ourselves to the Daimoku—to
perfect ourselves, to release our connection to suffering."
When Vivian used to cook for us, she loved strong spices, Szechuan
spices, peppers and chile pastes that burned our nostrils even from the next
room. What I needed now, I decided, was a strong smell like that, something
to cover up the smell of the incense. I went into the kitchen and dug out
Vivian's old spice box. Normally I never cook anything fancier than instant
ramen noodles; me heating something up in Vivian's old wok would make
Sarah suspicious, but I thought maybe I could get a similar effect by scattering
some spices around the house. The one remaining tube of chile paste was
dried to a crust, but I did find bags of star anise powder and cardamom seed.
They had always smellcd strong to me, the star anise like licorice penny candy,
23
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and the cardamom sweet like Douglas fir when Vivian crushed it, rich, oily
smells harder for Sarah to recognize than the giveaway sting of red pepper.
I found Vivian's old mortar and pestle too, the rock-heavy black marble
one that fills both your hands, that used to be our mother's. Sarah and I had
gotten it lost behind the cereal boxes and stacks of Cup-a-Soup; I had to wipe
away dust and stray cornflakes. I smashed the seeds down and ground them
and rolled the base of the pestle around in circles the way I used to watch
Vivian do. I had to pound and pound until I thought the marble would
crack—the tiny black kernels of the star anise were hard and kept popping
out from underneath.
When it was as fine as I could get it, I went through the living room with
the mortar balanced in both palms; the pieces were still too big and dark to
drop any on the light blue carpet without their being seen, but I shook the
mortar to release the scent, swinging it from side to side below my waist to
above my shoulders, like a smoking censer in church.
Back in Sarah's dark room, where the incense smell most needed
masking, 1 placed the mortar on the floor in the middle of her rug's curving
pattern of brown roses. I knelt beside the mortar, and by the fingerlul sowed
thin traces of powder along the shadow-shapes of the blossoms, taking care
not to drop any accidentally on the beige wool around them. I crossed the
rug on my knees, overlaying the dark pattern with fragrance flower by flower.
Maybe Sarah will feel the crushed pieces if she walks across the rug with
bare feet, and wonder what these strange crumbs are all over her room. She
can hardly figure out what they are, or imagine how they got there, unless she
crouches down close to touch her fingers to them and to smell them. Sud
denly, I liked the thought of making her do that. I began to scatter out past
the edges of the rug with long throws of my arms, getting a little reckless,
letting powder mix with the dust of her floor, with the pencil shavings in her
waste can and the dirt of her potted elephant car.
When I was finished, the air smelled like incense and chutney.
Sarah won't talk to me about what to do with Vivian. It's not like I like it
either; I hate the idea of just throwing her away. I would have preferred to get
her back whole, to know it was her. I could have taken it, whatever state she
was in; I've seen people in Emergency shot and slashed up and one dead man
crushed flat by a falling girder from pelvis to scapulae. Back then, at least,
that sort of thing didn't bother me. But communication was slow, and sud24

denly one day there was a box for us at the consulate in San Francisco—a
six-inch by six-inch package in brown paper, with Chinese characters
stamped in red. I have it sitting on my dresser.
After I scattered the last of the crushed seeds, there was nothing more I
could do. I wrestled all Sarah's windows closed and went back to my own
room and threw myself under my covers. Sarah's not home yet, but even
now I'm not sure the incense smell is gone. I'm not sure the crumbled ash
is covered. Now I'm just listening for her key in the lock. I'm listening for
her startled cry when she kneels at her altar for Evening Gongyo—if she sees
the proof it's been undone again, this Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, this supreme
harmony of all things.
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Tobias Wolff, author of
the memoirs This Boy's Life
\
and In Pharoah'sArmy:
Memoir of the Lost War and
three collections of short
Simm
stories-/^ the Garden of
Wii
till
North American Martyrs,
Back in the World, and The
• Night in Question-wiicd
Kenyon on April 13,1998.
•«| Ben Vore conducted this
r | interview by phone March 21
f,
1998. Wolff, a winner of the
PEN/Faulkner Award and
I
numerous others, teaches at
Stanford University, where he lives with his wife and three children.
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What about the short story form intrigues you, as opposed to the novel?
WOLFF
Well, I don't know how much volition is involved in the process of
writing in one form rather than another. It seems to me that forms choose us
as much as we choose them. There's something about the way I see things, I
guess, the way I remember or imagine things that seems to pour experience
into that kind of vessel. I'm not committed to it as a matter of principle. I love
short stories, I read a lot of them, and I hope that I will go on writing them,
but I also am very interested in the novel. I have an interest in writing novels,
and other forms as well. So it's not a question of choosing a specific and
superior form, it's just that for one reason or another I've been temperamen
tally disposed to write stories for the last twenty years or so.
IIIKA
How do you approach writing a story?
29
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WOLFF
I'll typically spend six to eight weeks, maybe a little longer, on a story.
Most of that time is spent in revision. I'll usually get a draft done within a few
weeks, and then I'll keep coming at it again and again until it starts to give
itself up to me. Or in the old chestnut about sculptors finding the form in the
stone, I think that's sort of what short story writers do. They worry at this
material they've gotten until they start to discern some essential form or
pattern in it, and then they chisel away to get at it
HIKA
How do you know when you've come to the finish of the story, or when
you get a sense that you've finally hit upon what you want to write about? Is
that just something that clicks for you?
WOLFF
I don't know how I would explain that in a way that is comprehensible
or even remotely coherent. It's an instinct. You've already done so much
thinking along the way in writing this story that by the time you reach the end
of it, you know you're there. If you've rewritten the story a number of times,
then presumably by the time you're doing that last draft, you know what it is
you're aiming for. And when you get there, then you have the sense that the
story is somehow starting to lift away from you and assuming a life of its own,
such that if you were to continue to fool with it you would do it harm. When
you start to have that feeling, I think that you'd better leave it alone.
That doesn't mean your instincts are always right. I've certainly gone
back again and again to stories I thought I had finished, and fooled with the
endings and every other thing. So though you may have that instinctive sense
of completion, it doesn't preclude your having second thoughts in the cold
ness of a week later. In the heat of the moment, though, you might feel like
you've got your hands on it.
IIIKA
In past interviews you've quoted Flannery O'Connor's line, "Anyone who
survives adolescence has enough material to write about the rest of his life."
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What does that mean to you as a writer?
WOLFF
It doesn't mean that you write about your adolescence the rest of your
life. That is exacdy what it doesn't mean... She was talking about the fact that
she had spent most of her life, with the exception of a couple of years in Iowa,
on a little farm in Millersville, Georgia, and she was answering this cultural
notion that to be a writer you had to go kill lions in Africa or live in Paris, fight
in wars, all that sort of thing. She was basically arguing that if you keep your
eyes and ears open, the world that you inhabit, wherever that is, is full of
incident and drama and power, and that all these things that are around you
as you grow up, the things that are near at hand, should not be despised as
material of fiction. It doesn't necessarily mean that you write autobiographically, that's not at all what she's talking about, but that you make use of what is
familiar to you, and that you needn't go very far afield for it.
II1KA
How do you approach teaching a writing class? Do you have to make a
jump from writer to teacher, or do the two roles blend for you?
WOLFF
No, they're different. There's no question about it. I often hear myself
saying things in writing workshops that I myself don't obey at all, and indeed
when I hear myself say them I try to catch myself and say, "Actually, I have a
story where I've done exacdy the opposite, so don't pay too much attention."
More and more, as I get older, I'm aware of the variedes of storytelling, the
infinite range of possibilities of forms and voices. I think I had a somewhat
narrower vision of the story when I started out. In some ways I think it makes
it harder to teach, because it's easier to teach if you have a really clear idea
what you want people to learn. But I think I'm a better teacher for it, because
I'm a little more patient and a little more discerning in helping people find
what it is that they want to do, and the kinds of stories they want to tell, which
may be different from the kind that I write or that other people I know write.
HIKA
Do you believe you can teach writing?
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WOLFF
No, not really. I never thought that. 1 don't think any intelligent person
who leads a fiction workshop believes that they can teach writing. 1 think what
you hope to do is to enable people to have a better sense of their strengths as
writers, and to help them refine their ideas of the kinds of stories that they
want to tell; to make them better editors of their own work, so that they can
develop the detachment that all writers must develop eventually towards their
own work if they're going to ever make it better.
If you remain sentimentally devoted to the first thing you put down,
unless you're a very rare young person who can write a brilliant story the first
time out—I've never met one myself, and I'm not one—then you're going to
need to learn to revise. That's when most writers turn their work from
fumbling material into something that shows art and expertise. That's the best
that can be hoped for from a fiction workshop.
We never know what it is that a writer does until we try it ourselves,
so those novels and stories that seem so effortless to us, as easy as breathing
when we read them after trying to practice the art ourselves, we begin to see
the extraordinary patience and learning and courage, even, that goes into the
making of a poem or story. I think what fiction workshops probably do better
than anything else is produce very good readers. Obviously a lot of very Fine
writers come out of workshops, but I bet a lot more good readers do. And that
would be, for me, a very satisfactory conclusion.
HIKA
Do critics' interpretations of your work bother you? A lot of reviews of
_The Night In Question_ came right out and said, "The collection is about
this-and-this." Docs that bother you that people try to reduce your stories to a
single point or theme?
WOLFF
No, not at all. Any time you make something and let it loose in the world,
you'd better be ready for people to take possession of it. You're giving it to the
world, and the world will make what it will of it. If you have a proprietary
feeling about the work and the way it should be read, such that you're dis
turbed by differences in response to the work, then you're really in the wrong
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business, because people are going to respond to your work differendy. Edmund
Wilson once said, "No two readers read the same book," and that's true.
There's a collaboration between a reader and a story, poem or novel. The
books that my friends love I don't always love. There can be extremely close
readings and intelligent readings on both sides, and yet they'll come to a very
different conclusion about the same work. We bring different things to our
reading. If everybody responded in the same way to something I had written, I
would know that there was something deeply wrong with it It would be too
obvious. It would be too directive, somehow. There are certain stories that are
like that, that tell you too clearly what they are about and direct your response
in ways that are very heavy-handed. I don't think the best stories do that.
IIIKA
One critic said that your work dealt in some part with "how to portray
life as both desperately serious and perfectly absurd." Would you agree with
that?
WOLFF
That's probably a way of describing one aspect of my work. I don't think
that's the whole of it, but that's not an unfair statement.
IIIKA
What pleasure do you get out of writing stories?
WOLFF
In God's own truth, the pleasure comes mostly at the end for me, when
I'm polishing something that I've already gotten into pretty good shape, and I
can start to relax a little and enjoy it The initial processes of writing are
awkward for me and difficult. It takes me a while to get my bearings in a story
and while I'm doing that I usually feel anxious and worried that it's never
going to come together, worried that I'm not going to find the pulse of this
story, thinking, 'What the hell am I in this business for?" and "Why don't I do
something that I can do better?"
But once I've hit my stride, and once I know where I'm going with the
story, once I start feeling confident that I can get there, then I feel a pleasure
like no other.
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Three Poems by Cordelia Allen
Yam head
I.
Sweating in,
this van, in Ghana, 1 have,
a type of unmatched,
excitement cannot rest,
inside of me, even,
through people lapping,
this van, selling goods on their heads,
asking, "paste?", "kenke?", "torch?", "tea bread?"
And I am saying, always,
no and thank you, I am full
and I am pure sweat,
the stripes on my dress turning shades,
darker than they have ever been before,
and we are waiting, waiting,
for the van to fill,
to make a twenty-minute trip.
"You like Coke?" she taps my finger,
"ice milk?"

And I am pen and paper
and I am caught.

II.
The yam I just ate,
was not as sweet,
as I had been begging,
for, still hungry with sweat,
sitting—this woman has about
sixty panties on her head
so I want to scream, "pantyhead!"
And giggle and another
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boy shoves peppermint in my face—
and I am sunlight here—
and "no biscuit, thank you"—
I am full, and silent.
And white, still,
"even though I've been here for three months,"
and no eggs today, egghead,
and no pitcher for me,
no blue or green pitcher,
no black leather flip-flop,
and this van has picked up,
only one more passenger—
an orange Jesus floats
on the windowpane
of the van next door.
There is mud all over my shoes, and in the rainy season, people
must always trudge, never walk, still carrying omelettes
on their heads—
omelettes trapped in glass cases, just balancing, on heads, baking again.
III.
I can't pretend that I could ever,
carry fish or toothbrushes,
on my head,
it has only been three months,
and the kebobheads are knocking on my window,
reading what I am writing,
laughing and walking away,
"oh oburoni, oburoni, oburoni..."
Yes, I am white still I think,
and here comes yogurthead.
They know I am writing,
about them, calling people
to see, "no biscuit thank you."
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I am full, and no soap,
I think I am clean,
but we are laughing,
face to face and you are carrying
french wafers
on your head.
IV.
"You don't like gum?"
"Daaaaabi"
"Why?"
"Do you like gum?"
(echoing my words
to me, to me.)
V.
"No sponge thank you,"
a smile.
The van is full.
"B-bye," I whisper—
"carrothead."

37

IllUUUIIIJIIilllllJJJJJJ
Waterhcad
first step, second, lapping
this deck, we all have a flat space on our heads
to carry a waterbotlle, a yam, yogurt, third step, fourth, I know
I can balance this one more step, I will get to the end of the deck
people are staring at me, they are half-faces all around me, I am
only concentrating on my fifth step, sixth, they are calling people
to see, they are not shouting "oburoni", I am not white to them, but some
thing blank, discolored in places, and I am balancing water on my head. I am
a waterhcad to them, and they do not know that there are people an ocean away
who can carry huge barrels on their heads, in a sun degrees hotter than we ever
know on this deck, even in our summers, and I think they admire me
in my seventh step, eighth, ninth, and I head "ohhhh Akosua, you try!
But I cannot make it far after the tenth step, eleventh, because I am
not Ghanaian, even though I was there for four months, and these
people always ask me how Africa is, what is it like in Africa as if
I was an upraised map and they could trace me with the tips of
their fingers and find raised edges and flat lands that were not
about my white body but about an entire continent, one I
could barely come to touch, barely smell, barely see in
four months in one small area. I can barely shape
the face of Ghana for the people lining the sides
of this deck, just as I can barely take
this twelfth step, thirteenth, just
as barely as this water
drips.
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First Days Back, Manhattan
My first days
back, Manhattan, I saw you
in slow-motion.
I wore a piece of Ghanaian
clothing everyday. With one strip of orange
cloth in my hair I promised myself I would never again wear navy,
beige, grey. 1 would stay
slow like that, like a first
carve into wood. I would be
a bather suspending my own stroke
one arm out of water, one down.
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Maureen Foley
Cedric's Sofas
Dear Cedric,
I am interested in buying five of your 217 sofas for sale. I saw the sign
while browsing in the Sunday paper. It drew me in. How do 1 find your store?
I am driving from Santa Cruz, my current home, to your present Watsonville
location. I would like five sofas in the closest thing to artichoke green you
have. Your prompt reply will be most satisfactory.
the white letter tongue hangs off the type writer (bang, bang, bang, the
sound of corn being chomped off the bit), if you must know, i'm wearing a
kimono, it's peruvian green, olives soaked in martini juice green, highlighted
with spinach caught in your teeth green hues, each gingko leaf spray is
accented by tiny cliffs of saffron yellow gold, if i am speaking in colored
tongues, excuse me. i know no other language beyond that of which red is
this and how do i make brown, i am simple that way. i am an artist, and
although i wouldn't die for it, i might skin my knee for art.
back to the letter, i am not going to send this, the man cannot be
serious, did he think the headline: CEDRIC MUST SELL 217 SOFAS would
help? i am writing from a typewriter on a desk, in a room, under a roof, in a
yard surrounded by root-rotting avocados and screaming bougainvillas. those
thorns are a bitch, i would heat the hot tub for my steamy date (later) but it
hasn't quite happened, yet. call it fate.
still, i want to begin my performance art-headline reads: GIRL HURLS
SOFAS OFF FREEWAY, KILLS MORMON TEEN, somehow, no. somehow, i think
not. i have no address, who would i tell cedric to write back? oh, by the way,
send the letter to the family i abandoned without a forwarding address, uhhuh. no good, so, i could start over.
Cedric
Love the headline. Let's do tacos. Your truck or mine? Caught your
headline on the fly. Will work with price quoted. Five love seats, lime green,
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monogrammed? Hope so. Fax me back at kinkos: (here in Reseda)
(213) 433-5467.
Jane-E
then i will have to go to reseda, why there? why pick a place from its
name? reseda has a nice ring, speaking of which, there^s someone at the
door.
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Addie Palin
Poem about an underthing
How did my mother feel in that winter
of my sixth grade
when she caught me in her bathroom
trying on her bra?
The white straps tangled limp in my fists,
my shirt up
around my neck.
This ridiculous little girl in the mirror
the A-cups loose around her breasts
was her daughter—
no laughing matter.
Eight years later,
my mother can't beg me to wear these B-cup
underwire complexities;
sixty dollars of nylon and satin
disintegrate in my drawer.
She watches me layer myself in thin cotton undershirts,
refusing to heed her warnings
about sagging breasts
and proper attire,
jealous I think
of my unfastened style.
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Sara Shea
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Zach Nowak
Individuality Through S.U.V.S
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Joanna Lawrence
Dublin
The burnt day climbs my wall,
an image of Clythie's love, Apollo,
with his back turned,
whipping his steeds across a November sky.
It is Time that moves on my wall,
lighting a black-and-white picture of Grafton Street,
that makes us take down the past,
pack it up in scraps, images,
until it is only memory.
I have reached the point
where memories are not enough.
The look of love in my mother's eyes
when she drove through the Wicklow Mountains.
"I am home," they said, "for a time."
The summer at
107 Rockford Park, Blackrock,
my grandmother's house,
the wardrobe that reminded me of C.S. Lewis,
the peat logs burning in mid-June.
Not enough.
Because my grandmother lies
under a grave stone,
in Dean's Grange, just down the street
from my mother's home.
It is not enough to remember
there was once a hall where Handel's "Messiah"
was first performed, a black-and-white
wooden sign where the building stood;
not enough, though a group gathers
every year, on the anniversary, and sings:
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"Then shall the eyes of the blind be open'd
and the ears of the deaf unstopped.
Then shall the lame man leap as a heart
and the tongue of the dumb shall sing."
Because they sing on a shabby street corner,
behind the Kinlay House youth hostel,
to a sign, to a memory.
It is not what it was.
When they discovered the Viking ruins
just across the street, it was good enough:
here was a memory
we could stand in, touch, know.
But they were building the offices there,
they were in a hurry,
the city officials sat in an old orangeing room,
said, "Just get it done,
get this stuff out of the way,"
They felt Time, with the light,
slipping away over the rooftops of Eden Quay
into November 4 pm darkness.
They saved a few little things, of which
there are black-and-white photos in
archaeology books in the library.
But they bulldozed the rest, into the Liffey,
with the discarded trolleys and cans.
This memory is no longer enough.
Now, in the blue light of a done day,
I look in the mirror.
I have my mother's eyes
that say: "I am home, for a time"
in a little village in the middle of Ohio,
where the wind is mixing the dead leaves with darkness.
And memories are not enough.
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just across the street, it was good enough:
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we could stand in, touch, know.
But they were building the offices there,
they were in a hurry,
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get this stuff out of the way,"
They felt Time, with the light,
slipping away over the rooftops of Eden Quay
into November 4 pm darkness.
They saved a few little things, of which
there are black-and-white photos in
archaeology books in the library.
But they bulldozed the rest, into the Liffey,
with the discarded trolleys and cans.
This memory is no longer enough.
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that say: "I am home, for a time"
in a little village in the middle of Ohio,
where the wind is mixing the dead leaves with darkness.
And memories are not enough.
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Clythie's love has left her,
without saying goodbye,
Apollo's chariot is riding
the other half of the world.
It is dark.
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Abby Kennedy

Investment
Monday night I meet the girls at The Polish-American Woman's Club for
our investment meeting. Larry thinks it's a hoot that I'm an investor. He
pretends to brag to his friends about his wife the "up-and-coming financial
wizard." When he comes home at night, he grabs an Old Style from the fridge
and asks me about Wall Street. "The best piece of ass on Wall Street," he's
always joking to his buddies. It gets to me sometimes.
Like tonight—I've got that meeting in an hour, and dinner's all ready,
but Larry says he isn't ready to eat yet "Chill out, Nance," he says, eyes glued
to the TV set. "The market isn't gonna crash if you're half an hour late to your
meeting."
I can eat now, I say to him, and leave the rest in oven so it'll be warm
when the game's over. He drags his gaze away from the football game and
gives me a look, which I know means he's getting annoyed. It means I should
shut my trap. But I'm not going to be late for my meeting because of some
stupid Michigan State football game, and I say so.
I'm expecting him to get angry, but he doesn't "Fine," he says. He acts
like turning off the t.v. set is more painful than breaking a bone. He makes a
production of hoisting himself out of the Laz-E-Boy and limping over to the set
instead of using the remote. He actually flinches when he presses the power
button. I don't stick around to watch him get his beer and fold up the t.v.
guide.
Of course he has a million picky comments about the dinner I cooked.
"The rice is burned," he says, holding up a clump of rice to prove it. And:
"This meatloaf tastes different."
"If you don't like it, don't eat it," I tell him. "I can throw one of the Lean
Cuisines in the microwave if you want."
"I didn't say I didn't like it. It just tastes different, that's all." Larry hates
to eat Lean Cuisine. He says it tastes like cardboard. But he's got to watch his
blood pressure, the doctor said, and there's too much fat in the regular
microwaveable meals. My blood pressure's just fine, but I'm trying to eat
healthier too. Lean Cuisines taste just fine to me, but they can't beat a homecooked meal.
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"So," he says, chewing with his mouth wide open. "Looking forward to
some big investments tonight? What's it going to be this time?"
I ignore him, but he doesn't stop.
"Got some good mutual funds ready there, Nance? Are you expecting a
crash anytime soon? 'Cause if you are, I'll get on the horn with my boys in
Washington. We just might have to sell this time, yes sir, sell to, um... maxi
mize our profits." He thinks this is pretty funny. "Got to maximize them
profits," he repeats, taking another bite of meatloaf.
"What exactly is so funny, Larry Giles?" I ask him. "Why do you have to
act like it's a big joke? I never do that when you and Mike Sturgess take apart
your tractors and leave the pieces all over the garage. I never complain about
the weekends you spend fly-fishing with your friends, even though you never
catch anything."
I think I've gone too far. His eyes get bright all of the sudden and he
stops chewing. "Is that what you think, Nance?" he says. "Are you sayin' that
my fishing is a waste of time? How do you know I never catch anything? Maybe
we cat the fish before we come home. There's a lot you don't know. And what's
your problem with my trying to fix the goddamn tractor? I don't see you trying
to fix it. I come home from a hard day at work, and I try to help out, and this
is what I get for it?" He's half standing now, and right on the verge of really
losing it. You don't push things with Larry when he gets like this. It's just not
smart. So I do my best to calm him down.
"I'm sorry," I say quietly. "You know I didn't mean it that way, hon. I just
get a little sensitive about my investment group because... well, I like it."
Larry looks calmer now. He shovels a forkful of rice into his mouth,
pauses to swallow, then grabs my hand across the table.
"I just joke about it sometimes," he says. "You know that. I don't mean
nothing by it."
And I do know that. I smile at him, and he smiles back. He asks me if
there's any dessert.

There's only five of us in the investment group, but when Edna arrives, it
sounds like many more. The group was her idea in the first place. She always
comes up with ideas like that. She talked to me a couple of times last year
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about starting a book club, then an antique store, then a mountain-biking
excursion. Most of her ideas sound like a lot of work and not as much fun.
And those were her better ideas! Then there was her plan to start an animal
shelter, which was the biggest failure of them all. I won't even start to describe
that one.
When Edna came up with the idea of an investors' group, we all said
sure. I don't know why I was so keen on the idea. I had no idea what was
involved. But we did it; Edna, Vicky, Susan, Noreen and me; we all chipped in
about a hundred bucks. I used the money I'd been saving to buy clothes for
the summer, figuring I got enough clothes anyway. And that way I didn't have
to ask Larry for money and listen to him gripe about it not growing on trees.
So, five hundred bucks in all. I'll be darned if we didn't double that amount in
a month. Edna found us a stockbroker named Al Wartels, who's thin and
weedy-looking. He's always as excited about our investments as we are.
Whenever Edna enters a room, she does it loudly, and never greets
anyone. She acts like she's in the middle of a conversation with you. Tonight
she just barges in and yells "Nancy, what we need is a good solid blue chip
stock, you know that? I think it's time to sell Pagemart. Let's buy Compaq. No,
wait, not Compaq. It dropped five points—"
"When?" I ask.
"Oh, I don't know when, but I remember reading somewhere... I don't
think it's a good idea."
Larry hates Edna. He calls her The Mole, because she has moles on her
face and her nose twitches when she talks, like a rodent. He's scared of her,
though. When she comes to our house, which isn't too often, he practically
runs out without even saying hello or telling me where he's going. "Gotta get
away before The Mole gets her claws into me," he mutters. She doesn't like
him much either. She told me once he was a low-life scumbag. She told me he
reminded her of her husband Tommy, who died so long ago no one in the
town remembers him except Edna. She calls him a suffering bastard.
I'm always trying to tell Larry how Edna's a real good person, under
neath. I tell him what good friend she's been to me. But there are times that I
agree with him, and we laugh together about her moles and her bright ideas.
"Well," I say. "I don't think we should sell Pagemart, anyways. It's doing
fine. It's low risk, low return, but I think that's just fine. Al said it was—"
"Al says whatever you want to hear," Edna interrupts. Her nostrils are
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flaring. "I say we sell. We can't wait forever."
Susan tries to help. "I think Nancy's right," she says quietly, not looking
at Edna. "It's doing fine."
Edna sits down, barely. She twitches from side to side and her hands
flutter around on the tabletop. She stares across the table at Noreen, who's the
youngest and still scared of Edna. "Noreen?"
"I don't care," Noreen mutters. She looks miserable. "I guess... well, it
is doing okay so far... so I don't see why we'd need... but if you all really-"
"Vicky?" Edna says sharply.
"Let's keep it for now."
"Fine," Edna hisses, making the word last for a couple of seconds.
"Well, how about Cade Pharmacutical? It's been looking pretty darn good, but
they have that new product... have you read about that? Regrows hair,
supposed to be better than Rogaine." She sits back and is quiet, for a change.
"Sounds good to me," Susan says, and everyone agrees. We've all done
our homework and we know what she's talking about. When we first started,
none of us knew diddly-squat about stocks or bull markets. Now we're
practically pros. And no one ever mentions this, but we all know how much
money we've made since we started. 1\vo thousand, six hundred dollars and
change. In only four months! I think about it a lot, when I'm doing the dishes
or the laundry or mowing the lawn. I've never told Larry. I'd be surprised if
Noreen, Vicky, or Susan tell their husbands either. It's our secret
We talk a little about small things before we all go home. Vicky asks how
Larry's doing, and I tell her he's fine. I can't complain. Vicky's husband was
paralyzed in an automobile accident a few years ago—we never talk about it,
but we don't forget. Noreen's husband is ten years older than her and is the
worst. The guy's a total loser. He treats Noreen like she's his maid. Next to
them, Larry's a prince of a guy. I sometimes forget how lucky I am.

It's late October. I'm in bed, and Larry's been out drinking with his
buddies. They've found a new bar where they like to go weekends. The Grist
Mill, it's called. Larry tells me stories. One night Mike Sturgess got sick all
over the bar and they were almost thrown out. But mostly he keeps it to
himself, which is fine with me. There's some things I don't want to know
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about.
I hear his footsteps as he tromps upstairs, then the door to our bedroom
swings open and the room's filled with light from the hallway. He enters the
room noisily, as usual, and goes straight to the bathroom. I'm barely awake,
just about to fall back to sleep, when he comes out of the bathroom and
stands in the doorway. "Hey," he says loudly. "Wake up, Nance."
I sit up in bed and rub my eyes. I can't see his face at all, but I can tell
he's really drunk because he's swaying from side to side. And I'm a little
scared because I don't usually see him like this. I see him the morning after
when he's harmless: complaining about his headache and asking me to bring
him breakfast in bed.
"So," he starts, taking a step forward. "I was having some beers with
Pete Valley. And you know what he tells me? He says he found out his wife—
you know Noreen—went and bought a new fridge without telling him. That's
fine, but he wonders where she got the money, because she's making maybe
seven bucks an hour at the D.M.V., and it's a nice fridge."
I'm still a little groggy, so I can't tell where this is leading.
"And so Pete asks her; where did she get the money from. Noreen tells
him some story about a coupon for a refrigerator and money her mother lent
her, but Pete can tell she's full of shit, right? So he waits 'till she's done
explaining, then he shoves her around a little. Now, he's not hurting her or
anything, but she's so freakin' scared she nearly pisses her pants, and then she
tells him about how she's made almost a grand in her investors group." By the
end of this story, he's slurring so much I can barely make out what he's saying.
But I get it, suddenly, and I see how mad he is.
"So, it occurs to me, as Pete and I are talking, that, hey, my wife's in that
very same group." He walks toward the bed, and I try to move away from him.
"But my wife'd tell me if she's been making a lot of money. She wouldn't keep
a thing like that from me. Right?" He grabs me by the arm, and I shriek.
"Right?"
"We've made some money." I'm surprised by the way my voice comes
out. I sound tougher than I feel. "Not a lot, but we're proud of it You always
make fun of my investors group and everything. Why should I tell you?"
"Because I'm your husband!" He yells. His grip on my arm tightens, and
now I'm really scared. His face is about five inches from mine and I can smell
the alcohol on his breath. "I'm your husband! And you tell me these things,
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whether you like it or not, you hear me? I don't give a shit about the money—
" he pauses, and swallows loudly. "But you shoulda told me! Because there
were things, you know, things we need that we could have got with that money,
and you didn't even fuckin' tell me! What kind of marriage is this?" It's not a
question. He draws back and his hand's in the air and he's just about to hit
me. He's never done that before—never even come close. We stay there for a
few seconds, frozen. My eyes are half closed. Then he puts his arm down, and
I see he's shaking. He stands up suddenly, off-balance, and falls on the carpet
with a thud.
I don't bother to see whether he's all right. I walk down the stairs and
into the kitchen. Everything seems strange and off-kilter. It's like I can't
recognize anything. My mind's numb, but my body's all shaky like I drank too
much coffee. It's not fear, though. I can tell it's not fear. I stop shaking when it
occurs to me I could leave him. That's all it takes to calm me down. I say it out
loud: "I can leave him." It's strange how much better that makes me feel.
Lighter, even. I'm practicaly floating. When I come back upstairs, Larry's still
spread out on the carpet, snoring.

Larry's sister Shawna comes by the house a few days later. I know Larry
told her what happened, but she doesn't say anything. She's probably here to
put in a good word for her little brother. She's done that a couple of times,
like right after Larry's bachelor party. Larry had propositioned the stripper. So
Shawna trots over to make everything okay, and tell me how her brother's
such a sweetie and how much he loves me. I bought it, too. I even felt like I'd
been too hard on him.
Shawna helps me do the dishes after lunch. I wash, she dries. She tells
me about her son Timmy and how he's struggling in school, how she's
thinking about becoming a registered nurse but her husband Paul wants her
to stay home. "It seems so unfair," she says. I can tell she's trying to draw me
out and get me to tell her about what Larry did the other night, but I don't
bite.
"That's too bad," I say. "I'm sure you'll figure it out."
"So," she begins slowly. "How are things with you and Larry?"
"They're fine," I say. Soon to be over, I add silently. I wish I could say it
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out loud. The look on her face would be priceless.
"You know, after you been married for a while, things start to get a little
strange. Take it from me—I've been there. I mean, the honeymoon's over and
you start to think, God, is this really the man I want to spend the rest of my life
with? But you know what, Nancy," she puts down the plate she's been drying to
place her hand on my shoulder. "You got to remember why you married him
in the first place. You gotta remember this man has a good heart, and that he
loves you more than he'll ever say. You remember how much you care about
him, and how you always will. The thing about marriage, Nancy... it's an
investment you've already made."
She looks me right in the eye, and I look away. I'm embarrassed
because she's getting all poetic on me, but there's a part of me that thinks she
might be right. It's corny, but true. That doesn't mean I'll admit it to her. I
hand her another plate to be dried.

That night I sit Larry down. "I'm thinking about leaving you," I say. "I
mean, I already thought about it. I'm leaving."
He just stares at me blankly, like I'm not speaking his language.
"I mean it I'm leaving. This, all of this, I've had enough. I'm sick of
the way you expect me to clean up after you, tthe way you think I'll just take
your shit because I always have."
"I clean up after myself," he says, like a kid.
"No, you don't. You never do. You go to work, and you come home
and moan about how tough your life is, and then you ask me about Wall
Street, and then you go out and drink. Sometimes we have sex. But you don't
care anymore. And you know what, Larry? I don't either. I mean it, I really
don't care."
I'm crying. I haven't cried in over a year, and now I'm sitting here at
the kitchen table, bawling my head off while he sits there like nothing's wrong.
I try to pull myself together but I can feel everything falling apart. What I used
to do to calm down when I was angry or upset, I'd name off stock companies.
Dow Jones, I'd say to myself. Telecom. Compaq. Merrill Lynch. But it won't
work now—it seems like a stupid trick anyway. Edna would tell me to go
ahead and leave him. Why are you crying, she'd ask, he's the one who screwed
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up. You know that.
And I do. But I look at his face and see how it's twisted in confusion. I
see the tears, not forming yet, but they'll come. I see that he needs me. And
that's all it takes. I realize that I'm not going to leave him. I'm not being a
pushover, just being realistic. It's not even about love. You just don't cut things
off just like that, at least I don't
He puts his hand over mine and leans toward me, across the table.
"Don't cry," he says. He acts like it's hurting him.
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